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This case study presents the lessons learned by
the
Increasing
Market
Employability
program (IME), implemented by Swisscontact and funded by the Swiss Agency for
Development
Cooperation
(SDC),
that
applied the DCED Standard for Results Measurement in a rela�vely small Market
Systems Development (MSD) Program in
North Macedonia.
Since the launch of the DCED Standard for
Results Measurement, there have been
ques�ons as to whether such a Monitoring
and
Results
Measurement
(MRM)
framework of good prac�ces could and should
be applied by smaller programs’1. IME started
its implementa�on phase in 2015, was ac�ve
in three sectors2, had a budget of some CHF
6 million for the ﬁrst 4-year phase and
employed 11 staﬀ3. IME aimed to create more
than 2,000 jobs and increase the net income
of more than 1,000 companies by CHF 1.5
million in 4 years.

IME designed, developed and managed an
appropriate results measurement system.
The objec�ve of this paper is to share the
lessons learned in order to help other team
leaders of smaller and larger programs to
make use of this learning when developing
their MRM systems. We present what
needs to be done and why it is important for
each phase of the Program Management
Cycle: the tender, incep�on, implementa�on
and review phase.
The paper builds upon the Good Prac�ces
Paper for SDC Program Managers that
provides
more
guidance
from
the
perspec�ve of the SDC program manager
and that the reader can easily translate into a
check list for team leaders of implemen�ng
agencies4. We expand on how that can be
done, especially on the key changes we
made to improve our MRM system.

1The term ’smaller’ is used to dis�nguish the IME program from mul�-million MSD programs such as Katalyst, CAVAC, AIP-Rural and MDF
2Crea�ve Industries (IT and so�ware services, product design, food processing, furniture and light manufacturing), Green economy (organic agriculture, sustainable building and energy eﬃciency) and tourism and hospitality (des�na�on management, access to markets and capacity building of tour
guides)
3Excluding staﬀ for ﬁnance, administra�on and logis�cs
4This case study was wri�en by Hans Posthumus and Rozandi Louw
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The Tender Process
What
Why

Management
structure
Ensure a ﬂat organisa�on
with enough ﬂexibility to
adjust over �me

We started oﬀ with a Program Manager5
and a Deputy Manager, each responsible for
steering 1-2 sector teams:

two interven�on managers for each sector of
which one acted as the sector lead.
We had a full �me MRM manager, at the
same level in the hierarchy as the sector leads,
but we gave her more authority to ensure
MRM was given appropriate a�en�on. In
addi�on, we employed two staﬀ members
for cross-sector themes (skills, youth
development and gender), as well as one
communica�ons oﬃcer and three staﬀ for
ﬁnance, administra�on and logis�cs.

5 To avoid confusion, we use the term ‘team leader’ from here onwards: the person managing the implementing organization.
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What
Why

Repor�ng requirements
Focus on what is
important and realis�c

We developed the log frame too early and in
too much detail during the incep�on
phase. We didn’t know enough about the
sectors, and it resulted in too many indicators
that nobody needed. We suggest keeping it to
5-7 key indicators at outcome and impact
level that also match the repor�ng
requirements to the donor’s head oﬃce.
We reported gender-disaggregated data for
relevant indicators up to outcome levels.

We simply didn’t have the resources to
assess disaggregated changes within the
household level such as use of income or
changing percep�ons.
We also had some challenges in matching
implementa�on
cycles
and
repor�ng
requirements. Impact from interven�ons
follows business cycles, whereas our SDC
program manager had to report to head oﬃce
in accordance with their repor�ng cycles.
We iden�ﬁed various solu�ons: either use
projec�ons to report on likely changes at
impact level or report only on lower level
indicators which signal that impact will be
achieved later. We followed the business
cycles and assessed impact when it was likely
to have been achieved. We avoided using
resources to assess impact too early if it was
only to be able to report them within that
ﬁnancial year.
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What
Why

What
Why

MRM system
Integrate the MRM
system and ensure it
provides management
informa�on

Human resources
Staﬀ is your key asset.
Staﬀ with MSD and MRM
experience are in high
demand and scarce

Swisscontact
developed
internal
MRM
guidelines that are aligned with the DCED
Standard, deﬁning management processes,
instruments, resources and quality assurance.
Hence our proposal included informa�on how
MRM would be integrated: MRM would be
driven by the program manager, with a full-�me
senior MRM posi�on and a descrip�on of the
management informa�on system that enables
ﬂexibility, is process and results oriented, and
promotes learning.

We searched and proposed the core team in
the tender, searching and recrui�ng other staﬀ
during the incep�on phase. The team leader
had experience applying the DCED standard,
while the proposed MRM manager had lots of
research
experience. We didn’t ﬁnd
interven�on managers that had MSD and MRM
experience6,
and
hence
we
realized
early enough that we needed to plan and
budgetfor a lot of capacity building ac�vi�es7.

6 IME was the first program in North Macedonia to apply the MSD approach and the DCED Standard.
7 This actually starts with the team leader: if the team leader is not yet experienced in applying this type of MRM
system s/he should be trained in MRM in order to lead the process and build the capacity of the team
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What
Why

Financial resources
Without a separate
budget, MRM is bound
to get squeezed

We budgeted 5-8% of the activity budget for
MRM activities. This was suﬃcient for us.

It paid for the research that we outsourced
(baselines, impact assessments, special
studies, etc.). Most of the MRM tasks are done
by us, involving �me and travel expenses, and
those were covered under the usual
management budget lines. This reﬂects how
we see the MRM tasks: they are necessary to
be able to manage the interven�ons. We
also budgeted for an MRM audit under the
same budgetheading for the external midterm-review so that it is clear and doesn’t
aﬀect our compe��veness in terms of price.

The Incep�on Phase
What
Why

Sector analyses and
strategy formula�on
To ensure an appropriate
prac�cal analysis that
leads to strategic
decisions

Our understanding of the sectors grew
gradually during implementa�on.
As a
team leader it’s important to convey the
message to staﬀ and donors that the strategy
is not set in stone: adap�ve management
implies that strategies are reviewed by comparing results with projec�ons and by
assessing external factors and sector
dynamics.
We reviewed our strategies
using the informa�on from our MRM
system.
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What
Why

What
Why

Developing projec�ons
for the selected sectors
To deﬁne realis�c targets
for the headline
indicators and matching
targets and resources.

Designing the MRM
system.
To set the parameters of
the MRM system: what
should it do and how
much will it cost?

We learned that you can only develop
sector level projec�ons a�er you have done
proper sector analyses and have developed
realistic sector strategies. In fact, only
when we
actually
started
to
implement interven�ons, did we get a
real sense of what was the real baseline
situa�on and what would be a realis�c
projec�on. So, we recommended that our
donor should accept the
sectorlevel
projec�ons as ‘the best we can do now’ and
to adjust them over �me.
The MRM system provides information to
manage our interventions and to report
results in a more credible way. The key challenge however is basically to decide what not
to measure. Impact that we created with our
intervention partners also created impact
beyond the narrow impact that we projected.
And because we are target driven, we aimed
to assess results as much as possible.

However, if we tried to collect everything
(such as the eﬀect on other sectors and
induced employment) we spent too much
energy on capturing it all. We learned that it
is much better to focus on assessing key
impact indicators only through our standard
measurement plans.
If we could see signiﬁcant impact elsewhere,
then we would assess that through special
studies. This doesn’t imply we didn’t report
those eﬀects, but we did it in our narratives
using qualitative information, rather than
reporting veriﬁed quantitative indictors.8

This also relates to assessing systemic change for which reference is made to the Prac��oners’ Note Assessing Systemic Change

8
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What
Why

Developing the MRM
system.
The MRM system also
informs staﬃng needs
and the interven�on
design process.

We had one full-�me MRM manager and six
interven�on managers/facilitators.
That
worked for us because program staﬀ did
most of the design and monitoring tasks of the
interven�ons and the MRM manager was
responsible for most of the impact
assessments.
What we realized later, is that we needed to
pay more a�en�on to the soft skills of the
MRM manager. MRM managers are o�en
researchers and number crunchers. That is
important, but they also need skills to steer,
train, coach and support the interven�on
managers. That needs to be part of the
recruitment and performance assessments
and the team leader needs to drive this
process to ﬁnd the balance between ‘policing’
and ‘coaching’.
Looking back, we think that we would have
beneﬁted from more backstopping during
the incep�on and the ﬁrst years of the
implementa�on phase. We probably reinvented the wheel a bit and fell into some
pi�alls that an experienced advisor would
have helped avoid. Having access to an expert
to guide and support the team leader and
MRM manager will make the process much
more eﬀec�ve.

We ini�ally developed an MRM manual to
describe our system using the Swisscontact
MRM Internal Guide for programs as a
basis. 9
What we soon realized is that what is needed
at program level is a lean and userfriendly manual consis�ng much more of
templates, formats, graphs, tables, matrixes
and processes for staﬀ to use: no huge
readers, just short overviews.
At the centre of our system is what we call
our Interven�on Plan: an excel workbook
with several work sheets where all informa�on
is stored from interven�on design to impact
assessments. We ensured that any discussion
around interven�ons was based on the
informa�on in the Interven�on Plans. That
needs discipline and a change in mindsets of
staﬀ: staﬀ should use them to monitor and
analyze, and not to perceive the
Interven�on Plan as a repor�ng requirement.
Another key lesson we learned is that the
aggrega�on system needs to be well thought
through from the beginning:
the fewer
indicators, the be�er.
We recommend
building an excel-based system that enables
tracking changes, is transparent and is
veriﬁed by somebody else besides the MRM
manager who is responsible for maintaining it.

9
Reference is made to the guidance note,‘Developing a Programme-Speciﬁc RM Manual’ that provides informa�on and examples of manuals in use by
other programs.
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What
Why

Developing the capacity
to implement the MRM
system
Staﬀ members make the
system work: hiring and
coaching is key to
success.

Although we hired the best staﬀ available in
the country, we realised that we needed to
train and coach staﬀ a lot. An experienced
MRM manager from our head oﬃce trained all
our staﬀ at the start of the program, our own
MRM manager a�ended trainings and
seminars and the team leader mentored staﬀ
on the job.
In retrospect we would have spent more
resources on training all our program staﬀ
and would do that through a few short
tailor-made trainings so that staﬀ can gradually learn and apply the tasks. We would
combine the trainings with technical assistance to keep it aﬀordable.

We learned that coaching on the job is even
more crucial. That needs to be done by
both the team leader and the MRM manager.
Staﬀ were new to MSD and MRM and needed
guidance. That also meant we had to be
hands-on at the start. Involved in the design of
the interven�on: sketching business models
and results chains when jointly thinking
through a poten�al interven�on design.
Involved in the MRM planning and involved
when ﬁndings from a monitoring visit are
being analyzed, ensuring that the repe��ve
‘why-why-why’ ques�ons are answered.11
Gradually handing over but remaining a
role model.12
The team leader also provides the strategic
MRM overview. MRM managers might aim to
design and implement a perfect system
(through the eye of a researcher) yet as a
team leader it’s important to give guidance on
what is appropriate for the program (to use
for decision making and repor�ng). Many
of our discussions were on ‘what
is good enough’, balancing between
over-complica�ng and over-simplifying.

Have a look at the DCED website for training courses, webinars, seminars and other events.
More �ps are available in the Prac��oners Note, ’Monitoring’, March 2017
12
Also have a look at ‘Building a Learning Culture – The Case of MDF in Fiji’ on crea�ng buy-in from staﬀ
10
11
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Maybe more challenging than building
capaci�es has been crea�ng buy-in from
our interven�on managers. It takes a while
before staﬀ realise the importance of MRM, so
we enforced it ini�ally.
The MRM manager veriﬁed that Interven�on
Plans were up-to-date and that monitoring
tasks were completed on �me. She had the
authority to give tasks and deadlines and to
ensure sector teams respected them. Once
results were being achieved, assessed and
reported, the sector teams started realizing
the beneﬁts of the MRM system and MRM
became part of the job. It’s probably the most
challenging aspect of MRM.

What
Why

Roles and responsibili�es
of the implemen�ng
agency and SDC program
manager.
Create the condi�ons for
managing the program.

It’s important to create clarity when the
donor wants to be informed, be involved or
needs to approve changes. We aimed to
keep the donor informed as much as possible,
but to maintain ﬂexibility we avoided requiring
too much approval. The donor might have a
diﬀerent understanding about what that
implies in terms of steering a program. We
learned that as an implementer, one needs
to take an ac�ve role in pu�ng this on the
agenda as soon as possible.13

Have a look at ‘the Good Prac�ces Paper for SDC Program Managers’ to see how that agenda might look like

13
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The Implementa�on Phase
What
Why

Reviewing the por�olio
of sectors and
interven�ons
Focus on reviewing
strategies and interven�on logics based on facts
and analyses

We had Monday morning mee�ngs with
sector teams that were of course more
opera�onal in nature, yet we always had
discussions on the higher level changes: what
are the outputs and outcomes that we are
seeing or not, and why. This helped a lot in
changing mindsets of staﬀ: not ac�ng as
ac�vity managers but performing as interven�on managers.
Twice a year we had interven�on and sector
reviews. The teams would analyze the
changes and prepare a PowerPoint PresentationƚŚĂƚŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚƚŚĞĨĂĐƚƐĂŶĚƚŚĞŝƌƉƌĞůŝŵŝͲ
ŶĂƌǇĂŶĂůǇǌĞƐ͘

What
Why

Planning and repor�ng
To ensure program
resources are used to
achieve most impact

This ensured focus and avoided too much
wri�ng. It took them only a day as they
would build upon the Monday morning
mee�ngs.
The sector teams and the core management team then discussed their pre-analyzes,
and at the end of the same day we ﬁnalised
the PowerPoint Presenta�on. These were
then shared with our donor. We were
ﬂexible.
Some�mes we did this with all the sector
teams together, some�mes we did it per
sector team, much depending on how
important the changes or learnings were
and of course our workload. We normally
completed the en�re process for our
program within a week.

We developed Yearly Opera�onal Plans that
included sector level projec�ons and resource
alloca�on to sectors and interven�ons.
That gave us focus but also ﬂexibility at
interven�on level between the bi-annual
reviews. Sector teams were responsible for
wri�ng their sector report, which were then
reviewed by the MRM manager, team leader
and communica�ons oﬃcer and then
incorporated into the program report and
submi�ed to the SDC program manager. We
used the repor�ng process to s�mulate
reﬂec�on and ownership.
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What
Why

Tes�ng and maintaining a
func�onal MRM system
To assess whether the
MRM func�ons as
designed

We contracted a DCED cer�ﬁed auditor to
assess our system at the end of year one to
iden�fy the gaps and recommend how to
address them. We did it at the right �me:
we had designed and applied most of the
MRM elements, while it was s�ll early
enough to adjust them. Of course, there
were gaps we had to address, but most
helpful were the recommenda�ons on how we
could do it all more eﬀectively.

The assessment also provided insight into
where and how to build our internal capacity.
The pre-audit review informed our donor
about the strengths and weaknesses of our
system. It also helped us to make changes: we
had a log frame with too many indicators,
some of which were irrelevant, and the
recommenda�ons helped us to advocate
changes. In our second year, we had another
review of our system this �me by an
experienced MRM backstopper from our
head oﬃce. This gave us, and apparently
also our donor, conﬁdence that our system
was suitable for our needs. Paying so much
a�en�on to our MRM system also made it
clear to our staﬀ that we were serious:
MRM is not an add-on, but an integral part of
our work.

Key changes we made to improve our MRM system
We ini�ally followed the DCED guidance
almost as a blue print aiming to do it as
thoroughly as possible and paying probably
insuﬃcient a�en�on to the context and the
resources that would make it a prac�cal and
eﬃcient system.
We had built a rather heavy system with
documentation requirements that resulted in
unproduc�ve staﬀ �me spent on wri�ng
progress reports, keeping detailed minutes of
mee�ngs,
and
wri�ng
monitoring
reports. We changed this by adding ‘tabs’ to
our Interven�on Plan14 where all that
informa�on was noted in bullet style. This
ensured that all informa�on was in one
place, it minimized wri�ng �me, and was
more likely to be used for discussions.

We also stopped lis�ng internal assump�ons
that explain the logic between the changes
reﬂected in the results chains which is �meconsuming and doesn’t add much value. These
assump�ons become apparent when you
make detailed projec�ons15.
Key external
assump�ons were simply listed as risks in our
Interven�on Plan16.
We included business models in our Interven�on Plans: a simple visualiza�on of the
(trigger and uptake) actors and their transac�ons and incen�ves. This helps to design
the interven�on, helps to deﬁne and include
indicators to assess the likelihood of
sustainability and helps to recognize
and assess systemic changes.
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Our results chains ini�ally reﬂected our
level of understanding: very detailed at the
ac�vity/output level and then jumping to
preformulated outcome and impact boxes. We
thought that would make it easier but it had
the opposite eﬀect: the results chains could
hardly be used as a management tool above
the output level. We probably designed
them too early. They had to be completed at
the design of the interven�on when much
was s�ll unknown. We opted therefore for a
more-logic/less-forma�ed and more-process/
less-product approach: sketch what is
known, inves�gate what you don’t know, and
add detail during the start of the interven�on.
Usually this would be ﬁnalized some three
months a�er the start of the interven�on.
We paid more a�en�on in our measurement plan to ensure that qualitative information was collected. We found that it is
often easy to collect, it helps to understand
quantified changes and it helps to assess
attribution.

We simply added ‘ques�ons’ for the relevant boxes:
that is enough to s�mulate thinking about what to
monitor during the ﬁeld visits and what to include in
our surveys.
When we started in 2014, most of the MRM
examples and prac�ces in MSD programs were from
larger programs opera�ng in larger economies.
However, North Macedonia is a small economy and
the sectors we were in were very small. For
example, tourism des�na�on management implies
that all interven�ons target the same geographical
area, the same stakeholders and the same beneﬁciaries. Copying and adap�ng the exis�ng MRM
prac�ces, we ini�ally developed a separate
Interven�on Plan for each inter-ven�on that we
would implement with each partner. That resulted
in a high workload and in so many monitoring and
impact assessments that they just made it all too
complex. At one stage we had 49 interven�ons each
with their own Interven�on Plan.

Our Interven�on Plan is an excel workbook with several tabs/worksheets: business model, results chain, indicators, projec�ons and measurement
plans and other informa�on needs such as a log book and monitoring ﬁndings. Examples of such Interven�on Plans are presented in ‘Developing a
Program Speciﬁc Monitoring and Results Measurement Manual’.
15
The detailed projec�on, i.e. the calcula�on of the values for all key indicators, includes two columns where assump�ons and sources of informa�on
are listed for each key indicator.
16
A key external assump�on refers to a factor that might inﬂuence the success of an en�re interven�on, such as ‘users have suﬃcient ﬁnancial capacity
to buy and use the product’ that is being introduced through the interven�on, or ‘increased produc�on will be absorbed by the market’ as a result of
our interven�on.
14
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We thus started to combine interven�ons
and Interven�on Plans. We developed a
results chain consis�ng of a few subsets of
interven�ons, following the logic that if these
subsets together create the impact, then
these
changes
should
be
assessed
following one Interven�on Plan. We monitored all changes in each sub-set of interven�ons and conducted one annual impact
assessment for them17. We now manage
some 15-20 interven�ons using our new
deﬁni�on of an interven�on and respec�ve
Interven�on Plan.

What
Why

Manage the rela�onship
between the implemen�ng agency and the SDC
program manager
To ensure that learning
takes place and leads to
be�er results

We outsourced most studies to specialized
research companies. We carefully screened
them and ini�ally co-developed the studies, to
ensure that the research served our purpose.
By working with a few companies only, we
were able to build their capacity, which later
reduced our workload. It was challenging to
convince them that we didn’t want academic
reports. We put a lot of eﬀort into deﬁning
and explaining what we needed to know and
how we would use it.

We realized that it’s crucial to keep our
donor informed and to go through the
learning process together.
We provided short monthly reports with
crucial ﬁndings and discussed the bi-annual
interven�on and sector reviews with the
SDC Program manager. That took �me but
also avoided surprises and helped to make
necessary changes. For example, we found
that we could increase impact if we would
shi� resources from one subsector to
another subsector. The SDC program manager agreed because we took her through
the learning process.

Reference is made to the case study, ‘The Alliances Lesser Caucasus Programme (ALCP) in Georgia’, illustra�ng how a single impact assessment can
assess a�ribu�on for mul�ple interven�ons.
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The Review Phase
What
Why

Deﬁne the objec�ves
and processes
To inform the evaluators
on the program and the
MRM system

Our head oﬃce conducted a thorough
mid-term-review of our program based
upon the informa�on our MRM system had
provided. They conducted workshops with
stakeholders and held in-depth discussions
with our staﬀ. This became a very eﬀec�ve
process because the facts were on the table
and we all spoke the same language. Our
donor accepted the internal review and
didn’t conduct another external review.
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Our Cost Beneﬁt Analyses of our MRM system
It is certainly challenging to comply with the
DCED Standard. We made considerable
investments in building the system and our
capacity, and it certainly increased the
workloads of the interven�on teams. We
spent 60% of our capacity building budget for
MRM trainings and pre-audit reviews18 and
we used 5% of the total administered funds
for outsourced surveys (baselines and
assessments)19. When we tried to assess
the �me the interven�on teams spent on
MRM tasks, we found it very challenging to
specify which task was an MRM task and
which task was a management task.
We had to adjust along the way to tailor the
system to our context, needs and abili�es.
For us, the ques�on was not so much what to
monitor but how to monitor that eﬀectively:
the ques�on was not so much what should
be documented but how that should be
documented.

Focusing on the how ques�ons makes the
diﬀerence between an MRM system which is
too demanding and an appropriate MRM
system.
The beneﬁts are also not easily quan�ﬁed.
We would not have been able to design and
manage interven�ons and sector strategies
which created more impact than the targets
that were set, had we not had the informa�on
provided by our MRM system. We were able
to respond easily to ad hoc requests for
addi�onal informa�on from our SDC program
manager: they could contact the responsible
staﬀ member directly as we all spoke the same
language. The MRM system also built ﬂexibility
and trust in the SDC program manager
because we took decisions based on facts and
proper analyzes and the reported results were
likely to be credible.

CHF 109,000 for MRM out of CHF 179,000 for all capacity building cost
CHF 123,400 for MRM in rela�on to CHF 2,363,691.00 for the total of administrated funds
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The bo�om line
For us, the benefits of an MRM system outweigh the costs of building and implementing it. Tailormaking the system is key to success and it needs to be driven by the team leader. It needs also to
be appreciated by the donor. It is hard work but it does pay off in terms of achieving impact.

About the IME program
Some 2,300 jobs have been created since
the beginning of the implementa�on phase
(2015) genera�ng earning income of 3.6
million Swiss Francs in the three sectors of
the IME Program. 1,830 private businesses or
individuals, out of the total 11,000 reached,
have beneﬁted ﬁnancially resulting in 1.5
million Swiss Francs net income increase.
Close to 1,700 individuals have improved or
acquired new skills. IME interven�ons have
supported Small and Medium Enterprises in
developing and improving more than 600
new products and services, accessing 10 new
interna�onal markets, improving market
support func�ons and enabling a more
conducive environment for business growth
by facilita�ng Public-Private-Dialogues and
signing 28 Memoranda of Coopera�on with
public ins�tu�ons.
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